A   CLAIMANT   TO   THE   INHERITANCE

"You're a man of Bacchic silence," said Dolabella.

Nicias had said something about poetry. Gallus was drunk,
quickly, sickly drunk. The blood tingled about his ears and
he spoke thickly. He wanted to astonish, to put these people
in their places.

"I'm a poet, yes. And an 'xtraordinary good one/* He
had sufficient control of his mind to know that the boast was
futile, misplaced, boorish, and badly expressed; but he
exulted in having made it. "I'll write better Jn anyone here.
Give me a tablet. Challenge you all." He had had a
perfect idea. He would write out the strongest of his abusive
elegies and put the name Gytheris in, pretending that it
was impromptu. That would show everyone.

He lifted himself up shakily on his hands, refusing to look
at Gytheris.

"I'll take the challenge," said Dolabella, who like all the
members of the cultured class wrote verses. "And our theme
will be Cytheris." He said this without the slightest notion
how appropriate it was, but merely because he wished to
bring Gytheris more under the notice of Antonius and
because he had composed a few days ago an epigram which
he could use.

Gallus was aware that he had been speaking crudely, but
in his drunkenness he had no idea how crudely. His drunken-
ness suffused the simple words with all the unspoken images
of his boastful mood; and though he felt unpleasantly flurried,
he thought his gesture had not been lacking in glorious
abandon* He waited impatiently for the tablets.

The guests buzzed with pleased anticipation. Dolabella
took his tablet, and after a decent show of meditating scribbled
his inspired contribution to the game. The guests watched
him admiringly; and no one looked attentively at Galte,
except Gytheris, or they would have seen his face pinched with
effort and slowly achieving a greenish pallor, while sweat
ran into his eyes. For his mind had gone entirely blank;
he could neither remember a single verse he had ever written
or compose new verses. His head merely rang with * * Cytberi%
Cytheris."

Dolabella waved his tablet. "Time's up. ShaH I rea<J
first?" He looked at Gallus, a#d Gallus nodded with